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The Gold Test Applied to Religion 
Rev. Micuaet J. PHELAN, S.J. 
Reprinted from the “Irish Ecclestastical Record” 


REVIOUS to the great war Catholics, especially 
those living in mixed society, were often made to feel 
the sting of a hoary taunt that did service for many a dec- 
ade. We were told that Catholic countries were all poor 
and backward, while Protestant nations were wealthy, and 
marching in the van of progress and enlightenment. One 
result of the war is that it has set men revising their 
opinions and discarding many long-cherished notions. 
Hence, this ancient gibe is not so popular now. Yet, since 
it has been, in late years, revived by at least one Irish 
Protestant bishop and a Trinity College professor, it would 
be foolish to imagine that the door of the lumber-room 
has finally closed upon it, or that time is misspent in de- 
molishing it. That task, however, is an easy one. To begin 
with: Were all Catholic countries poor-and unprogressive? 
Though France has had governments bitterly hostile to 
Christian belief, we cannot forget that she has still an ac- 
credited representative at the Vatican, and the Pope has 
a Nuncio at Paris; that there are millions of fervent 
French Catholics, that she contributes vast yearly sums 
towards the propagation of the Faith, and her missionaries 
are to be found laboring among the pagans in the most 
remote and inhospitable portions of the globe. She still 
calls herself the “Eldest Daughter of the Church,” and 
by no stretch of language can you call France a “Protes- 
tant Nation.” But is this Catholic country impoverished ? 
Did she show weakness or signs of senile decay during 
the war? As a matter of fact, just now she has a tight 
grip on the country that gave birth to Luther, and was for 
many a year singled out as a model of Protestant enlight- 
enment. 

Belgium, too, is a Catholic kingdom and a hive of in- 
dustrial energy. The population she maintains on her 
limited territory is a world wonder. So we see that the 
first part of this bold assertion has no foundation in fact. 
But since both Spain and Ireland have been constantly 
brought forward as illustrations of the supposed numbing 
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effect of Catholic life on human energies, these two coun- 
tries now demand our attention. 


DiscrEET SILENCE ABouT HOLLAND 


By the way, it is remarkable that those people who con- 
stantly point to Spain are discreetly silent about Holland. 
Yet the case of both stands precisely on all fours: Hol- 
land, too, was once formidable. Her fleet and armies 
were big’ factors to reckon with, and she now no longer 
holds a place in the front rank of nations. But to main- 
tain their position anti-Catholic writers and speakers are 
forced to remain silent about Holland. It would defeat 
their purpose to act otherwise. For, if poverty is the 
scourge of Heaven on Spain for its Catholicism, they 
would find it difficult to assign a reason why the same 
scourge has fallen on the back of her Protestant neighbor ; 
hence, all reference to Holland is dropped. But let that 
pass. 

Those who manufacture an anti-Catholic weapon out 
of the present condition of Spain are best answered by 
being reminded that God cannot vary the standards of His 
hate or love; and if He, as they assure us, gives wealth 
as a proof of His affection, then Spain is the last country 
they should appeal to. For Spain, in the sixteenth century, 
and God’s ways do not change with centuries—was 
more intensely Catholic than she is to-day; but she was 
also the greatest Power in Europe. Her king ruled more 
subjects than any man since the fall of the Roman Em- 
pire. She smashed the Moorish power, she formed a 
solid breakwater to the tide of Protestant revolt, and she 
was enterprising enough to discover America. Here you 
have two contemporaneous facts, Spain intensely Catholic, 
and Spain exulting in power and wealth. It would be 
interesting to know how anti-Catholic writers and orators 
would make this square with their astounding theory. 


ExPpLANATIONS Easity Founp 


But why ransack Heaven and torture the laws of God’s 
providence to suit an unworthy purpose, when the whole 
solution lies on the earth and under their eyes? They 
forget that nations, like the men that compose them, have 
their spring, summer, autumn and decay ; their periods of 
lusty youth, and later on of feebleness and decrepitude. 











GOLD TEST APPLIED TO RELIGION 363 





History tells us of great empires that once filled the earth 
with their names. Now the world knows them no more. 
And if Spain, and England, too (when her time comes), 
obey this universal law, why make it a reproach? Is it 
fair to seize on the period of a nation’s decline, and not 
only shut out from view the vigorius activities of her 
early prime, and call the world to witness that this decline 
was not due to her age or spent strength, but to the Faith 
of her people; and make this assertion without one scin- 
tilla of proof to support it? Is this fair? Is it honorable? 
Would you apply dishonest treatment to the character of 
a man, much less to a whole nation of men? You might, 
but it would be at the cost of your own probity. 

We are also invited to study the condition of Ireland, 
especially the northern portion, and observe in how many 
cases the sheltered mansion and broad acres will be found 
to have a Protestant master, while the Papist may be 
discovered in a cabin. There, we are exultantly assured, 
is proof positive of Heaven’s benediction on the reformed 
creed. Here again we find them searching Heaven for 
explanation of facts that lie at their feet. 


PRESENT GLORY OF THE PAPACY 


There is no need to scale the skies to find the cause of 
this unequal distribution of Ireland’s wealth. It can be 
found in the Penal Code. and the “Crowbar Brigade” 
that- sent the Catholics to shiver in the bogs and on the 
mountainside, while the rich lands of their fathers were 
parceled out among the followers of the imported creed. 
Catholics may charitably endeavor to forget that bitter 
wrong; but when the spoiler’s offspring to-day point to 
their own pampered fatness as a proof not of man’s 
iniquity, but God’s favor, deceit can go no further, and 
human patience has reached its limit. Finally, the poor 
position the Pope held among crowned heads was made 
a subject of reproach. Oh! the contrast to the Protestant 
emperors, with marshaled millions behind them! What a 
change a few years have wrought in all this boasting! 

Thrones have tottered, crowns have fallen from royal 
heads, and many of those who wore them are hunted 
fugitives, while the position of the Papacy is stronger 
than it has been for centuries, as a few figures will show, 












364 GOLD TEST APPLIED TO RELIGION 





Before the war there were only two ambassadors and 
thirteen envoys accredited to the Vatican. Now there are 
seven ambassadors, nineteen envoys and seven other coun- 
tries with diplomatic relations established ; but, as yet, no 
representative appointed. 


A ReEpbuctio Ap ABSURDUM 


While answering those loose assertions to which we 
were treated, let not the reader imagine that any one of 
them constitutes an argument. Suppose every one of 
them true as facts. More, if every Catholic country were 
in rags and wealth overflowed the Protestant ones, and if 
the Pope were once more in the catacombs, with a price 
upon his head, what would all these facts prove? Abso- 
lutely nothing; for the contention they are called on to 
bolster up rests on a foundation honeycombed with false- 
hood. When all these statements that lie scattered through 
Protestant controversy are stripped of insinuation, oblique 
reasoning, syllogisms that halt half way, and their conten- 
tion narrowed to a straight issue, it may be formulated 
thus: Wealth and power in any nation are an unfailing 
proof of God’s approval of the faith she possesses. In 
other words, the acid test of a Church’s divinity is the 
gold test. The genuine note of a Church is a bank note! 
Here the kernel of- the entire question is laid bare. 

But controversialists took great care not to state this 
monstrous proposition plainly, rather, they used every arti- 
fice to conceal it and prevent their readers from arriving 
at it by easy deduction; yet, if this is not their real mean- 
ing, when their arguments are driven home to their logical 
conclusion, there is then no meaning in their gibes and 
taunts. Having now, at last, reached the bed-rock on 
which a large superstructure of sophistries was raised. 
the task of demolishing the foundation presents small 
difficulty. 


THE GOLD or THE MorAt TEST? 


To begin with: How can their contention be made to fit 
in, not only with the teaching of Christianity, but espe- 
cially with the life of Christ? It is foreign, even autago- 
nistic, to both. If wealth and human power were to con- 
stitute the hall-mark of the Church He was about to 
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found, it is surprising how rigorously this alleged test of 
Divinity is excluded from His own life. He was born in 
a stable. He toiled at an humble trade. He pronounced 
a “woe” on the rich. His precursor lived on locu~‘s and 
wild honey. The hands of most of His Apostles bore the 
mark of the spade or oar. The very winding sheet that 
wrapped His dead body, even the tomb in which that Body 
was laid, was a gift of charity. 

If the gold test was the true test, then, not Christian 
Rome—with its martyrs and confessors—but pagan Rome 
—that trampled them—was the favorite of Heaven; and if 
the advocates of this theory were logical they should kneel 
not before Christ, but before Jupiter. Look to another 
pagan nation of our own day, Japan, and you will see 
a wealthy, progressive people, causing great concern, 
especially in the chancelleries of London and Washington. 
Again, who holds the world’s purse-strings to-day? Cer- 
tainly not the Christian, either Catholic or Protestant, but 
the Jew. It is a striking fact that there are only eleven 
millions and a half Jews in the world, something more 
than double the population of Ireland; yet they control 
the finances of almost every Christian country; so those 
who advocate the gold test as the deciding factor in a 
Church’s claims to divinity should seek the true Church, 
not among the followers of Christ, but among the children 
of Moses. If this theory is true now, it was equally true 
in the Middle Ages. But the world then, outside Islam, 
was Catholic. Every head that wore a crown was baptized 
in that Church. All power and wealth lay in Catholic 
hands. When that plain statement of fact is made, how 
very foolish the advocates of the gold test appear, and 
what becomes of their theory? It melts and falls to pieces 
in the light of that one fact. 


A CorRECTIVE TO FALSE STANDARDS 


To sum up: of what value as an argument is the wealth 
or poverty of a nation in deciding the divinity of that 
nation’s religion? Of no value. The human race is not 
now living under a theocracy, and its wealth or poverty 
is determined by forces that lie completely outside its 
spiritual life. The rise or fall in the tidal waves of com- 
merce, the discoveries of minerals or new countries, the 
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genius of invention, the success of fleets or armies, these 
are the real forces that tilt the economic balance to one 
side or the other ; but all these belong to the natural order 
of things, and have no more to say as a test of a nation’s 
faith than the flight of the swallows or the eclipse of the 
sun, : 

If a man whose judgment has been led astray by those 
dishonest fallacies would fix his eyes, not on the map of 
Europe, but the Cross of Calvary, a few minutes’ reflec- 
tion would act as a corrective to the false standards that 
guided him. There are two pictures before him: Christ 
naked, quivering on the Cross, listening to the rattle of 
the dice-box as the soldiers gamble for His poor clothes ; 
while Pilate may be seen in a-palace, wrapped in purple, 
and the Pharisees swagger in gorgeous apparel. That 
Good Friday looked the day of the blackest disaster in the 
life of Christ, and seemingly witnessed the crowning 
triumph of His foes. In the presence of these contrasted 
pictures he well might ask in wonder: “How was I ever 
persuaded to regard the man or nation of the threadbare 
coat as Heaven’s outcast, and the embroidered mantle 
as the token of its favor?’ His rectified judgment will 
become more assured, and his just convictions grow 
deeper, when he recalls the reversal that awaited those two 
pictures; how, in the course of time, the costly raiments 
of pr&’-Consul and High Priest became the shrouds in 
which were wrapped the corpses of a dead paganism and 
a dead Synagogue ; while the cross of poverty, but also of 
power, went from its place on Calvary to adorn the crowns 
of emperors, and flash above a world it had conquered. 
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How Catholic Mexico Is Governed 


Ricut Rev. A. J. DrossaAgerts, D.D., 
Bishop of San Antonio 

Reprinted from “Tidings” 
HIS first Eucharistic Congress of Mexico was a great 
success; it surpassed everybody’s most sanguine 
expectations. Viva Christo Rey!—“All glory to Christ 
our King!’ was on every one’s lips and written in large 
letters over well nigh every home in the capital city and its 
many suburbs. Though fear of the Government must have 
withheld many from expressing their faith and loyalty to 
Christ the King, yet the decorations of the houses were 
well nigh universal all over the center of the Republic. 
All the Bishops of Mexico were in attendance ; indescrib- 
able enthusiasm pervaded the masses; the Congress acted 
as a revival of faith, On Sunday, October 5, 200,000 
children went to the Guadalupe Basilica to receive Holy 
Communion, thus opening the Eucharistic festivities in a 

most appropriate and magnificent manner. 
The success of the Congress was simply enormous; so 
brilliant in fact that the Government (Socialists, Free- 


masons and Bolsheviki) became angry, jealous and 
alarmed. 


Tue GovERNMENT INTERFERES 


Although the Committee in charge of the Congress had 
taken the precaution to submit its program to the powers- 
that-be, and had received their approval, all of a sudden 
the Government stepped in and openly declared war 
against the Congress. They averred that the laws of the 
Country had been violated: the children going to Gua- 
dalupe had sung hymns in the streets and had carried 
religious emblems; pictures of the Saints had been placed 
among the house-decorations and foreign Bishops and 
priests were in attendance! Severe measures were threat- 
ened ; all police protection was withdrawn ; forcible expul- 
sion of the visitors in attendance was mentioned; and 
prosecution of all persons who had decorated their houses 
with religious emblems was held out while every govern- 
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ment employe who had taken part in the Congress was 
to be deprived of his position and employment. 

On the closing day, Sunday, October 12, a pilgrimage to 
Our Lady of Guadalupe was to take place, while at 3 p.m. 
in the Lyra Park (leased for this purpose) was to be held 
the grandest and richest procession that Mexico had ever 
witnessed. Thousands and again thousands of tickets of 
admission to this last solemn function, so appealing to the 
Mexican heart, had been issued. As a measure of 
prudence all this was called off by the Committee in charge 
and the final closing ceremonies took place in the vast 
and grand Cathedral of Mexico, packed like never before 
by the surging, praying crowds of faithful adorers. 

DeEsPICABLE METHODS 


We have in our own good peaceful country no idea of 
what is going on in our neighboring Republic. 

On Monday a grand entertainment was to be given in 
honor of the Mexican Hierarchy and the visiting Bishops. 
A theater had been rented and decorated; the Bishops 
were all present; the Diplomatic Corps was in attendance ; 
every seat was taken; the place was filled, with standing 
room at a premium. At the last minute a priest appears 
on the stage announcing that the entertainment had to be 
called off. The Confederation of Laborers (Socialists and 
3olsheviki all of them) decreed that no musicians were 
to play: no lights were to be given to the theater and 
moreover this theater would be boycotted in the future like 
all other places that had anything to do with the Euchar- 
istic Congress. 

All this in a country which is 99 per cent Catholic! What 
a contrast between Mexico and our own country as was 
remarked at the banquet given the Bishops and priests on 
the following day. In Mexico the Government does 
everything to oppose Religion; in the great Republic in 
the North, but three weeks ago, a grand parade of over 
100,000 members of the Holy Name Society was addressed 
by the President of the Republic and religion and 
Christian morality praised by him and commended! God 
speed the hour when Mexico’s leaders will learn this same 
lesson of Christianity and broadmindedness! 

Mexico is a land of violent contrasts. It is the richest 














HOW CATHOLIC MEXICO IS GOVERNED 369 





land under the sun; yet the masses are sunk in the most 
appalling’ poverty. 

Hidalgo, the priest who led the War of Independence, 
is honored like our own George Washington; yet priests 
and Sisters are forbidden to wear their religious garb 
in public. 

Hernan Cortez, the conquistador, who rescued Mexico 
from the crudest barbarism and implanted Christian civil- 
ization, is hated and vilified by official Mexico; nowhere is 
there a statue erected to him and the tomb of the man to 
whom they owe all, has to be kept a secret for fear of 
profanation ! 

Education is the great need of Mexico’s Indian masses ; 
yet public schools are woefully deficient and parish schools 
are hampered by official interference and made well nigh 
impossbile. 

The people are kind, friendly, hospitable, extremely 
polite; yet Mexico is the land of revolution and nowhere 
is life cheaper or property more uncertain. And to con- 
tinue the contrast: Mexico lies in the tropics; yet due to 
its elevation of from 5,000 to 13,000 feet a good overcoat 
is quite comfortable at all times in the mornings and 
evenings. ° 

With a wonderful climate, a kind people, a fertile soil, 
inexhaustible mines of gold, silver and copper, Mexico 
with a stable, honest government would be a paradise. 
Instead, alas, it is slowly bleeding to death. Here is an 
example taken at random. We visited Cuernavaca, once 
the summer residence of Cortez and a land of flowers 
rich with sugar-cane fields that yearly brought abundant 
harvests and prosperity. As we saw it, its population 
had dwindled away; all its factories and houses were 
destroyed ; the fields deserted; it was a picture of desola- 
tion; the victim of the incessant revolutions not only, 
but alas, of the foolish laws of the Government. The land 
was taken from the owners without any compensation for 
the loss, was divided among the Indians, all according to 
the ideas prevailing in Russia; and the result? Abandoned 
farms, deserted lands, poverty and distress, where once 
the land ran over with milk and honey ! 

It is sad to hear from the lips of educated and patriotic 
Mexicans the reproach that the misery and suffering of 











370 HOW CATHOLIC MEXICO IS GOVERNED 





their country is largely due to the strange policy followed 
by the great Republic of the North in its dealings with its 
Southern neighbor. America supported Juarez against 
Maximilian. Without any good reason did Wilson order 
the bombardment of Vera Cruz. Why he downed Victor- 
iano Huerto who could and would have saved Mexico 
from chaos and disorder, and threw the power of the 
United States on the side of the unspeakable Carranza 
and the arch-bandit Pancho Villa, remains a deep mystery. 
Again, in more recent troubles America supported the 
military Dictatorship against all who opposed that latest 
farce of a Mexican election. Truly politics make strange 
bed-fellows, for, while we refuse recognition to Soviet 
Russia, we are hobnobbing with the Bolsheviki at our 
Southern door! 
Mexican BisHops 

The Mexican bishops are fine, learned, zealous men; but 
their hands are tied and their every move paralyzed by 
the men who guide the destinies of the nation. Many of 
them live in loneliness and poverty, traveling by mule or 
horse through deserts and over mountains to visit their 
humble Indian flocks. 

In the majority of the dioceses there is at present a 
woful lack of priests. Tabasco, with the saintly, sym- 
pathetic Bishop Diaz, has only seven priests. In other 
dioceses there are 12 to 20; at most 30 priests for popula- 
tions larger than those of our own diocese. To counteract 
this deficiency, priests are given the special dispensation 
to celebrate three Masses on Sundays, still the situation 
remains extremely precarious in a land once the pride of 
the Church. ; 

Guortres THAT WERE 

At every step one sees evidences of the past wonderful 
glory of the Church in Mexico. In all America there is 
no temple so vast, so imposing, so beautiful at the Cathed- 
ral of the Capital. It is built on the very site of the 
great teocalli of the cruel Mexican War-God Huitzilo- 
pochtli at whose dedication 70,000 human victims were 
slain while every year 20,000 were slaughtered on its gory 
altar. This magnificent Cathedral gloriously proclaims the 
triumph of Christ over Aztec barbarous paganism. 
Puebla, Guadalajara, Morelia and numberless other 
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places have churches, noble and grand, testifying to the 
wonderful faith of past generations. In the “Professa,” 
formerly the church of the Jesuit Fathers, we saw vest- 
ments and chalices and ostensoria and paintings of 
increditable beauty and value, all speaking most eloquently 
of a people who, like David, were filled with holy zeal for 
the glory of the House of God. Certainly the Church in - 
our own country has nothing that can compare with the 
treasures of these churches in Mexico. 

Beautiful is the land of the Aztec with its numberless 
churches and monuments; its mountains and valleys; its 
unsurpassed climate and its sad-faced, docile and kind 
Indian population. Yet infinitely better is our own fair 
Columbia, with its glorious Constitution and its liberty 
and peace; the land where the Church is free to carry on 
her Divine mission and is untrammeled by the tyranny of 
high and petty officials and the iniquitious Leyes de la 
Reforma. 

Can you blame us for being happy to have returned to 
our homes and for proclaiming far and wide that “there 


is no place like home” in our own beloved country under 
the protection of the glorious Stars and Stripes? 





The Census at Christ’s Birth 


Rev. ALBERT Power, S.J. 
Reprinted from the Melbourne “Tribune” 


T this season of the year, it might not be amiss to 
examine one failure of the “higher critics” to dis- 
credit the story of the Birth of Our Lord. 

In the second chapter of St. Luke we learn that Mary 
and Joseph journeyed from Nazareth to Bethlehem as a 
result of a decree of the Emperor Augustus, commanding 
a census to be taken of the whole Roman Empire, and 
Joseph had to go to Bethlehem to be enrolled in his native 
town, since he was of the race of David. Moreover, this 
enrolment took place when a certain Quirinius (Cyrinus) 
was Governor of Syria. Here are three definite statements 
of fact—and the higher critics have challeneged them as 
erroneous. 

(1) A world-wide census ordered by the Emperor 
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Augustus (2) took place in Judea when Quirinius ruled 
Syria, and (3) people were obliged to travel to the city 
whence their family was sprung to be enrolled. Half-a- 
century ago all the rationalistic critics declared dogmatical- 
ly that there is no evidence of any such decree by the 
Emperor Augustus: Quirinius was Governor of Syria 
ten years later than the birth of Christ, and the idea of 
people being obliged to return to their native town for 
enrolment is a pure invention, such a custom was un- 
known. Consequently the Gospel is in error. Thus the 
critics in their wisdom. And, of course, many people who 
read these dogmatic assertions made by learned profes- 
sors were duly impressed and wondered whether the Bible 
was all it claimed to be. 

A Catholic is usually not much affected by these criti- 
cisms because he has the Church behind him, and has her 
guarantee to fall back upon. But the non-Catholic is com- 
pletely at the mercy of the critics: if he is unable himself 
to deal with the difficulty he is left floundering about 
helplessly. 

Tue TasLtes TURNED 

Now notice what happened. A few years ago men be- 
gan to unearth in Egypt and decipher a vast amount of 
papyri documents dating back hundreds or even thousands 
of years: and at Oxyrhynchus on the Nile they found 
certain papyri records which proved to be Greek docu- 
ments going back to the first century of our era. Now 
some of these were actually the census returns sent in by 
householders along the Nile on the occasion of the 
census held in the land at regular intervals of fourteen 
years. And Professor Ramsay has shown that it is almost 
certain that this system of census taking was ordered by 
Augustus not only in Egypt, but in the other provinces, 
in fact, all over the Empire. I have examined photo- 
graphic facsimiles of those Oxyrhynchus papyri, and one 
of them I studied with peculiar interest, as the document 
was written in the year 26 A. D., just when Our Lord was 
beginning His public ministry in Palestine. 

From these papyri and other documents it is now clearly 
established that St. Luke’s account is entirely accurate. 
Augustus did order the census; Quirinius was twice Gov- 
ernor of Syria, and it was during his earlier period of 
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office that the census of St. Luke was taken; and the cus- 
tom of obliging people to travel to their native town for 
enrolment was actually in force. In connection with this 
last point, let me give you an amusing instance of the 
skilful way our higher critics argue when dealing with the 
Bible, and how they change their tactics when confronted 
with awkward facts. 

Up to recent times (as I have said), the critics de- 
clared that St. Luke was in error in stating that peo- 
ple were obliged to repair to their family city for en- 
rolment. But research has now made it clear that St. 
Luke’s statement was quite correct and that the critics 
were wrong. Now, what does your critic do? Does 
he beg St. Luke’s pardon and apologize for charging 
him with mendacity? Not a bit of it. A certain Ger- 
man professor commenting on the Oxyrhynchus papy- 
ri, thus deals with the matter: “We now know from 
historical evidence that families were obliged to jour- 
ney to their native town for enrolment. Luke men- 
tions this in the case of Mary and Joseph, evidently 
because he wanted, by using this historical detail, to 
give an air of reality and historical accuracy to his 
otherwise romantic and fanciful story of the birth at 
Bethlehem.” 

Now, what are you to say to a man like that? If 
St. Luke gives details not found in other authorities, 
he is accused of inventing them. If he gives details 
which other authorities show to be accurate, he is ac- 
cused of inserting them to deceive the public and se- 
cure credit for the other details which he invented, so 
that in any case you can’t trust him. Poor St. Luke! 
But time will not permit me to pursue the subject 
further—even though I have treated it very inade- 
quately. 

In conclusion, I offer this advice:— 

(1) Don’t trust the higher critics! If they are 
particularly emphatic in asserting some point which 
is damaging to the authority of the Bible you may 
take for granted they are wrong! This I say deliber- 
ately as the result of many years’ familiarity with 
their books, their ways, and their methods. 

(2) When you come across historical or other dif- 
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ficulties in the Bible consult the best books and au- 
thorities on the subject. A large number of splendid 
books dealing with the Bible have been published in 
recent years, some in English, many of them in other 
languages: for practical purposes I would recommend 
“The Catholic Encyclopedia.” . For instance, the ar- 
ticle on “Inspiration” in the eighth volume is well 
worth careful study: and it gives a fine list of books 
for further consultation. If you cannot consult books, 
ask a priest or some Catholic student of the Bible 
for information. 

(3) Finally try to realize that in the Bible the world 
possesses a treasure of priceless value. According 
to the Catholic doctrine of inspiration this Book is 
resplendent with a light that is the light of God Him- 
self, shining amid the darkness of time to guide men 
across the tossing waters of life to the port of sal- 
vation. 

And every Catholic will feel that as a member of 
the Church to whose safe keeping the Bible has been 
entrusted he must share the responsibility of defend- 
ing it. That high duty and responsibility he will re- 
gard as one of the greatest privileges which mem- 
bership of the Church confers upon him. 
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The Meaning of Christmas 


Daniet M. O’ConneLL, S.J. 


HE “Greatest Little Book in the World” is Charles 
Dickens’ “Christmas Carol.” At least this was the 
title and theme of an article by A. Edward Newton 
in the December, 1924, Atlantic Monhly. And now, at 
Christmas of all times, who would wish to engage in an 
argument? How much more pleasant it were to agree 
with the same writer, as he declares that ‘‘the ‘Carol’ is 
Dickens in essence, for in it his love of humanity and 
his love of fun are all-embracing”; or to grant his 
seasonal request: “May I hum the first stanza of the 
‘Carol’?” Postponing disagreement a bit longer, hum for 
a moment at least, kind folk, that touching theme of the 
‘Greatest Little Book” : 
What’s today, my fine little fellow? 
“Today!” replied the boy. “Why, Christmas Day.” 
“It’s Christmas Day!” said Scrooge to himself. “I haven't 
missed it.” 


Then count if you can the Scrooges that the “Carol” 
has converted! Does not every man’s heart-strings need 
tuning be-times? Those false notes of greed and avarice 
and selfishness are so frequent and quite easily do they 
escape detection by our self-attuned ears. Let us call 
in a capable outsider. Here then is that unfailing har- 
monized, as Mr. Newton sees it: 

This is the greatness of the ‘Carol’: it makes every one want 
to make the world a little better—that’s the idea; and when 
every one wants to do a thing, they usually do it. 

Let us take care too that we recognize the full historical 
worth of this small masterpiece. The words of our same 
friendly critic do not admit a depreciatory. note. 

Dickens gave Christmas a new meaning: from being merely a 
festival of the Church, kept to some extent by Church people, he 
made it a universal holiday, and he did this without in any way 
derogating from its sacred character. What an achievement! 

They would be interesting statistics indeed that would 
tell us of the thousands, the millions, who have, on reading 
the “Carol,” been moved to exclaim: “It’s Christmas 
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Day! I haven’t missed it.” And a translation of the story 
is had, we are told, in every known language. 

If personal confessions are in place, I reveal that I 
take great pleasure in perusing it every Christmas. I find 
it a wonderful tonic. At this same season I like too that 
there should be snow on the ground; that on the crisp 
wintry air children’s voices ring out their shouts of 
joyful sport; that Christmas trees should be lighted in 
every home, cheering not only the family within, but the 
passers-by as well; that more and more toys be invented 
for young and old; even that shops should lavish money 
in décorating their windows, all to recall this great Decem- 
ber week. These appeal vividly to my senses and feelings. 
But I never thought that they were other than the fringes 
of Christmas, its regal equipage. I never dreamt that they 
were the essence of the day itself, that they constituted 
Merry Christmas. 

To obtain the real spirit of this holy season, I read the 
“Greatest Little Story in the World,” St. Luke’s narra- 
tive of the Nativity. That my senses and feelings may be 
more properly attuned and may serve God’s grace as a 
handmaid to my supernaturally elevated intellect and will, 
I love to kneel before a realistic crib, such as is described 
by Papini in his “Life of Christ,” and there gaze on the 
Babe, actually shivering, what time he pleads with His 
infant eyes that I should love Him and His brother-men. 
Furthermore, my Christmas would not be complete unless 
I worshiped in spirit and in truth Bethlehem’s newborn 
Saviour. And so my greatest joy at this holy season is to 
say my three Masses and actually to receive under the 
swaddling clothes of the Eucharist Him, whom I believe 
to be true God and true Man. This I always thought was 
the essence of the day itself; this, constituted Merry 
Christmas. 

At any rate I know that this was the meaning of the 
first Christmas to Marry and Joseph; to the shepherds 
from the hillsides and to the Wise Men from the East, 
who alike went over 

To the place where God was homeless 
And all men are at home. 

The first Merry Christmas and the one that has echoed 
down the Christian centuries was had in the “Carol” of 
the angelic choir: “This day is born to you a Saviour, 
who is Christ the Lord.” As a result was promised 
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“peace on earth to men of good will.” 

Let us grant all we can to Dickens’ Merry Christmas 
as had in Mr. Newton’s interpretation and all we can to 
the spirit that prompts the exchange of gifts and the send- 
ing of artistically personal greeting-cards. Grant that 
these are not in themselves incompatible with the Christ- 
mas manger, nor “derogating from its sacred character.” 
Yet my point can be still less disputed that they have 
narrowly circumscribed the original Christmas; have given 
it a “new meaning” ; have, in making it a “universal holi- 
day,” forgotten that it is first and essentially a Holy Day. 
The philanthropy evoked by the feast is a cause of rejoic- 
ing. But more is required for Christ’s Mass, for His 
complete gift of divinity and humanity. The metamor- 
phosis that has happly taken place in the social and indus- 
trial order must find its necessary complement in the 
spiritual metamorphosis, that comes of water and the 
Holy Ghost. 

Who can deny that the present widespread observance 
of Christmas is but a feast day of pagan humanity? Mr. 
Newton’s concluding paragraph is its fitting oracle: 

“The “Carol” is a tribute to the race and a glory to the man 
who wrote it. Its author turned more or less empty phrases into 
realities. “Good will towards men,” for example, he took out 
of the clouds, brought it down to earth, and set it to work. What 
an achievement! When we say, “Merry Christmas,” we are un- 
consciously quoting Charles Dickens, who attached to Christmas 
its modern habit of giving and forgiving. Had he written only 
the “Carol,” on the basis of good accomplished he would have 
deserved his place in the Abbey Church of Westminster, where 
England lays her immortal sons. 

In what, then, does such a Christmas differ as a matter 
of fact from the Fourth of July, the Twenty-second of 
February, the Twelfth of February? The latter are na- 
tional holidays ; we rejoice in them; we sing the praises of 
our nation that has bestowed on us such gifts; we have 
given our heroes memorials and mausoleums, where 
America lays her immortal sons. Christmas is now on a 
par with them and for this we are to thank Charles Dick- 
ens’ “Greatest Little Book in the World” and the happy 
connotation which he has inseparably attached to Merry 
Christmas. 
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Shallow, superficial and at heart selfish, as a man-con- 
fined religion is bound to be, the present spirit of “Biving 
and forgiving” has degenerated in too many cases into 
a veriest bartering of gifts, a playground for cartoonists 
and “columnists,” at the least into a business or social 
proposition. And where in it all is the finding of the 
new-born Saviour of men’s souls? 

But it is an age-old story. Cardinal Newman has told 
it well and at length in the “Idea of a University.” He 
contrasts the religion of cultured civilization with the 
religion of Revelation. 

This was the quarrel of the ancient heathen with Christianity, 
that, instead of simply fixing the mind on the fair and pleasant, 
it intermingled other ideas with them of a sad and painful nature; 
that it spoke of tears before joy, a cross before a crown; that 
it laid the foundation of heroism in penance; that it made the 
soul tremble with the news of Purgatory and Hell; that it in- 
sisted on views and a worship of the Deity, which to their minds 
was nothing else than mean, servile, and cowardly. The notion 
of an All-perfect, Ever-present God, in whose sight we are less 
than atoms, and who, while He deigns to visit us, can punish as 
well as bless, was abhorent to them; they made their own minds 
their sanctuary, their own ideas their oracle, and conscience in 
morals was but parallel to genius in art, and wisdom in philosophy. 

And the same is the quarrel of the modern human- 
itarian with Christmas, as taught by the Catholic Church. 
She too proclaims and sings Merry Christmas with its 
royal equipage:of holly and fir trees and sleighing bells. 
But she must go farther, if glory is to be given to God in 
the highest and true peace is to be had on earth by men 
of good will. And so she insists on a worship of the 
Divine Babe as essential: Venite adoremus ; on Confession 
and Communion that we may be Laeti triumphantes; on 
giving and especially on forgiving, not for business gain, 
but because it is the inexorable demand of Bethlehem’s 
Infant: Adoremus Dominum. 

Thus it happens though that the earthly religion of 
humanity breaks farther and farther from the super- 
natural religion of the God-man. The former usurps with 
refined theft the possessions of the latter. Merry Christ- 
mas is the greeting of both. But the unfailing critertion 
is had in the challenge of old to Peter: Who do you 
say that I am? 
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